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Managerial storytelling: Skill, art and luck? 
Abstract 
The use of storytelling as a tool for managerial communication has been widely advocated in 
recent years, particularly in publications aimed at practitioners. Our research develops the 
current debate about whether storytelling in management practice is a skill or an art by 
adding the notion of luck. Deriving from one of the first empirical studies on storytelling in 
management practice, this paper identifies factors that impact on the effectiveness of 
storytelling in managerial communication. Specifically, it explores the extent to which these 
factors can be designed and controlled and the extent to which they are uncontrollable and 
down to chance or luck. We conclude that effective managerial storytelling consists of factors 
of skill, factors of art and factors of luck and that notions of storytelling as a tool for 
managerial communication should therefore not be taken literally.  
 
Key words: management communication, narrative, storytelling, skill, art, luck 
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Managerial storytelling: Skill, art and luck? 
 
One of the features of story is that there is something uncontrolled about it. You’re 
pointing people in a particular direction, maybe that’s controlling, you’re saying ‘look at 
this over here’, but what they see when they look at it and how they make sense of it [is a 
different matter]. So you might be directing them at the same time you’re foregoing a bit 
of the control. The quality of storytelling is that it both is and isn’t controlling. 
(Dominic, interviewee) 
 
Introduction 
Notions of ‘narrative’ and ‘storytelling’ have enjoyed increasing popularity over the last two 
decades, both among organizational scholars and management practitioners. While the 
academic literature has been developed thanks to theoretical and empirical advances, the 
semi-academic literature targeted at management practitioners is largely based on anecdotal 
evidence. In the latter, storytelling has been advocated as a tool for managerial 
communication, as a ‘magic bullet’ for improved leadership, strengthened culture and change 
management (e.g. Allan et al. 2002a; Brown et al. 2005; Denning 2005; Kaye 1996; Ward et 
al. 2001). In this conceptualization, the emphasis is placed on the design and control of a 
message (story content) that is passed from managers to employees to achieve a specific 
purpose. At present, however, little is known about whether and how it works in practice, i.e. 
can messages be designed and controlled through storytelling? If so, how?  
With our paper we are building on the debate among management practitioners (e.g. 
Denning 2005; Lipman 1999; Simmons 2007; Snowden 2001) about whether storytelling in 
management practice is a skill (i.e. it can be learned and applied instrumentally as a tool) or 
an art (i.e. intuitive and talent-based), and we extend this debate by adding the notion of luck. 
In particular, we argue that for storytelling in management practice to be effective (i.e. for the 
storyteller to be understood and the message to be acted upon as intended), an element of 
luck is required. While the storyteller can control some elements of the storytelling act (e.g. 
themselves as storytellers, their performance and the content of the story) through skill or art, 
they have little or no control over others (e.g. the audience and the attitude and mind set with 
which they listen). Storytelling, like any form of managerial communication is, therefore, 
subject to both instrumental use and intuitive application, simultaneously controlled yet 
uncontrollable. 
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Drawing on empirical research, we explore the scope and parameters of designing and 
applying communication through storytelling as an organizing activity (see also Mumby 
2007). We propose a model of storytelling in management practice that addresses the 
intersection where communication encounters luck and design. We theorize that the basic 
communication model of teller – story – audience (e.g. Lipman 1999) is influenced by 
controllable factors of skill (e.g. the space, place, and time in which the storytelling 
interaction happens and the content of what is said or written), factors of art (e.g. 
performance and improvisation) and uncontrollable factors of luck (e.g. relationship between 
teller and audience, the ‘baggage’ of teller and audience, what is heard by the audience and 
how they act as a result). We contribute to this sub-theme by exploring the relationship 
between skill, art and luck in storytelling in managerial communication. We also contribute 
to the Colloquium theme of ‘Design?!’ by reflecting on the extent to which managerial 
storytelling can be instrumentally designed to achieve particular aims.  
 
Storytelling in organizational and managerial communication  
Storytelling has long been regarded as a fundamental form of human communication (e.g. 
Bruner 1986; Fisher 1987; Polkinghorne 1988), and research into storytelling in organizations 
has thrived since the early 1990s (Rhodes and Brown 2005; Gabriel 2008). In particular, 
storytelling has become considered to be the preferred currency of communication in 
organizations (Boje 1991) because it is memorable (e.g. Morgan and Dennehy 1997; Allan et 
al. 2002a). Storytelling is regarded as a form of symbolic action that combines factual 
information with emotions, values and norms (Weick and Browning 1986). It allows 
organizational actors to organize events into a temporal order (Czarniawska 1997), to 
establish coherence (e.g. Linde 1993), and to make sense of organizational realities and lived 
experiences (Weick 1995).  
The telling of and listening to stories encourages organizational actors to see an issue 
from a different angle, particularly where multiple narratives compete (Allan et al. 2002b). 
Organizational actors can use such stories to make sense (Weick 1995) both at an individual 
(Louis 1980) and collective level (Weick 1995) with organizational actors exchanging 
tentative stories to construct shared meanings (Reissner 2008). As organizational actors 
exchange stories of their experiences in the organization they also exchange ‘their hopes and 
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fears, their expectations and disappointments, their insights and insecurities, their aspirations 
and avoidances’ (Lewin and Regine 1999: 329). Such a stock of stories is therefore widely 
regarded as a manifestation of an organization’s culture (e.g. Washbourne and Dicke 2001). 
Managers may seek to shape the organization’s culture by telling stories about 
otherwise abstract ideas about belief systems, role expectations and acceptable behaviours 
(e.g. Hansen and Kahnweiler 1993) to influence and control (e.g. Wilkins 1984; Denning 
2007). Stories have been shown to become a ‘repository of wisdom’ (Crossan et al. 1999: 
329) that managers can share with their employees and that employees can share with one 
another through the conversational telling of stories (e.g. Norrick 2007). These assumptions 
have become the starting point for management practitioners to argue the (alleged) power of 
storytelling as a form of communication that can be employed instrumentally by managers 
like a tool (e.g. Armstrong 1992; Neuhauser 1993; Brown et al. 2005; Denning 2005). These 
more recent developments will be discussed further in the following section of this paper.  
 
Storytelling as a tool for managerial communication  
Storytelling is a complex construct, the effectiveness of which depends on the story content, 
the storyteller and his/her relationship with the audience, the story performance and the 
storytelling context. We have summarized these elements in the following relational model 
(see Figure 1 below). The oval represents the boundary within which the storytelling 
performance takes place and by which it is bounded. We do appreciate, however, that this 
boundary is permeable as external stories will be brought by organizational actors to the 
storytelling performance. 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
We will now discuss these elements in more detail. 
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Story content 
Different types of stories that managers can use in daily practice have been defined and 
categorized. For example, Schank (1990) refers to as ‘me-goal’ stories (e.g. to let off steam), 
‘you-goal’ stories (e.g. to benefit others’ sense-making) and conversational stories to create 
dialogue. Denning (2004) advocates eight types of stories that managers can tell in different 
situations to achieve a range of organizational outcomes, and Brown et al. (2005) have also 
attempted to categorize different types of stories circulating in organizations according to 
their content. Practising and aspiring storytellers are reminded that a good story is relevant to 
the audience (Kaye 1996) and that not all stories are equally effective. Denning (2007), for 
instance, counsels that stories about problems that the audience is facing, stories about how 
the storyteller resolved problems, stories that announce something of value to the 
organization and its actors, and stories admitting responsibility are generally well received by 
an audience. Further considerations outlined in the literature are notions of truth (Denning 
2005; 2007) and the importance of logic and reason (Kaye 1996) in the telling of stories. 
Simmons (2001: 149-150) reminds us that ‘in the end, the best story wins. Not the right story, 
not even the most frequently told story, but the story that means the most to the greatest 
number of people – the one that is remembered’.  
 
Storyteller and relationship with audience 
‘When someone asks you who you are, you tell a story. That is, you recount your present 
condition in the light of past memories and future anticipations. You interpret where you are 
now in terms of where you have come from and where you are going to. And so doing you 
give a sense of yourself as a narrative identity that perdures and coheres over a lifetime’ 
(Kearney 2002: 4, emphasis original). Storytelling is therefore something very personal to the 
storyteller, and storytellers invest something of themselves in the act of storytelling. This 
implies that the storyteller’s credibility (e.g. Kaye 1996; Brown et al. 2005) and his/her 
authenticity (Denning 2005; 2007) are important factors. In particular, the story and the 
storyteller’s action must match (Denning 2004), i.e. a story must be lived, not just told. In 
Simmons’s (2001: 146-147) words: ‘Pay attention to the story your actions tell. Many people 
fail to influence because they ignore this complex but integral factor.’  
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Story performance 
Despite notions of storytelling as a tool, it continues to be considered an art that is performed 
by the storyteller for the benefit of the audience (e.g. Denning 2005). In line with different 
storytelling contexts and intended outcomes, Denning (2004) has provided guidance as to the 
delivery or performance of a story. Some types of stories benefit from scant details, while 
others require extensive detail and potentially also embellishment to be effective. Emotive 
language (Kaye 1996) together with non-verbal aspects of communication (such as body 
language, gestures) appear to be a part of story performance, which may explain why oral and 
face-to-face storytelling is considered to be more effective than storytelling through 
impersonal (e.g. video) or written means (e.g. Denning 2001).  
 
Contextual factors 
While common sense would suggest that the time and place of storytelling is important, this 
has not been widely considered in the literature. One exception is Maguire (1998) who 
recommends that storytelling happen at a time when the audience is receptive to what the 
storyteller has to say. However, he also suggests that ‘the right time and place for one of your 
personal tales can suddenly come together without any advance planning on your part. It can 
happen in the course of a conversation’ (p181) – an instance of chance, or luck.  
 
Managerial storytelling as an integrated performance 
Our above discussion of the different elements of storytelling suggests that a clear distinction 
between them can be made. While useful for analytic purposes, such a distinction does not 
reflect storytelling practice. Both the story and the storyteller have a role in creating and 
maintaining the relationship between storyteller and audience. In Simmons’s (2001: 146) 
words: ‘Your “who I am” story and “why I am here” is a composite of the story people see 
you living and the story or stories you consciously tell. Getting someone’s attention and 
developing your character occur simultaneously’. Hence, while the audience may perceive 
the storyteller as credible due to his/her status or reputation, the story content, its performance 
and subsequent action (or lack of it) on the storyteller’s part will further determine his/her 
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credibility with the audience (e.g. Kaye 1996; Brown et al. 2005). One implication is that 
managers can design communication to a certain extent through storytelling in such a way 
that the elements identified in Figure 1 above are mutually reinforcing and therefore 
powerful; however, the element of luck is always out of direct control. 
 
Skill and/or art? Design and/or serendipity? 
The debate whether storytelling is a skill or an art has divided scholars and practitioners alike. 
While at first glance similar (and perhaps even regarded as synonymous in everyday 
language), the terms ‘skill’, ‘art’ and ‘luck’ have different connotations with distinct 
implications for discussions of storytelling in practice, which to date have not been widely 
considered in the literature and which are therefore the focus of our paper.  
Notions of skill are associated with ability, expertise and dexterity, which imply 
something that can be acquired through training and over time. The implication is that with 
sufficient guidance and practice any individual can become an effective storyteller and that 
instrumental storytelling can become part of an organization’s design and fabric (Brown et al. 
2005). Authors advocating that managers practise storytelling regard it as a skill (e.g. Lipman 
1998; Maguire 1998), and we acknowledge that this may be a self-serving process to 
encourage book sales on their part. 
Notions of art are more associated with creativity, imagination, intuition and talent, 
and as Rhodes and Brown (2005: 167) suggest: ‘to author a story is always a creative act’. 
The implication is that storytelling is to a large extent an inherent feature of an individual and 
that it requires a certain amount of innate capacity (talent) to be an effective storyteller. 
Consequently, storytelling is unlikely to happen at a larger scale within an organization; it 
cannot be designed to become part of the organization’s fabric and it is difficult to control. 
Not surprisingly, the association of storytelling with a form of art has proven contentious, and 
some authors (e.g. Lipman 1999; Denning 2007) contend that it is a myth that storytellers are 
born, not made. As above, this may be a self-serving purpose. 
Notions of luck are associated with chance, good fortune and a combination of 
circumstances outside of an individual’s control. While it has long been recognized that ‘a 
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story is always mediated … so what we call the story is really something that we construct’ 
(Abbott 2008: 20), the accidental forces affecting the telling and receipt of stories in 
managerial and organizational communication have not been widely considered. We 
therefore include them in our discussion of managerial storytelling that is at the heart of this 
paper together with notions of skill and art. 
 
Research background 
We have been intrigued by the claims of the semi-academic literature with regard to the 
alleged power of storytelling in management practice (both in a supportive and a more critical 
way), and this has been the starting point of our research
i
. In particular, we set out to 
investigate qualitatively and inductively how storytelling in management practice is used, 
how it is received by the audience (organizational actors) and what factors contribute to its 
effectiveness. Our research is social constructionist (Berger and Luckmann 1966) and based 
on the assumption that organizational actors create their social realities through the stories 
they tell (Bruner 1991). We employ a narrative methodology (Spector-Mersel 2010) which 
seeks to understand social phenomena through research participants’ stories. However, we 
appreciate that not all interview excerpts quoted in this paper can be easily classified as 
stories in their own right. 
Our research has three main elements: (1) a case study with an organization that uses 
storytelling explicitly (a public-private partnership which we call NorthService Ltd.
ii
); (2) a 
case study with an organization that does not use storytelling explicitly (an educational 
institution which we call NorthEdu) to see whether grass-root storytelling practices vary; and 
(3) a series of expert interviews with reflective storytellers from diverse backgrounds (e.g. 
practicing managers, management consultants, trainers, facilitators, coaches, academics with 
management responsibility) to explore the application of storytelling in practice. Data 
collection is through narrative interviewing (Mishler 1991) with interviewees coming from 
diverse backgrounds (position in the organization, length of service, age), and data are 
analyzed inductively using thematic analysis (King and Horrocks 2010). Table 1 summarizes 
details of data collection of our research. 
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-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Data analysis starts with multiple readings of the interview transcripts and free coding 
according to themes widely reported in the literature and to themes emerging from the 
interview content. These themes are constantly compared with one another and with the 
literature, building the coding framework. We have employed NVivo software to aid data 
management as we are dealing with a large number of qualitative interviews and also internal 
documents. This paper includes data from the full data set, and we have specifically selected 
those interviewees who have reflected on their own or their managers’ storytelling practice 
during the interview.  
 
Skill, art and luck in managerial storytelling  
While we appreciate the potential of storytelling in managerial communication to transform 
the way in which organizational actors interact (e.g. Brown et al. 2005), we are sceptical of 
publications that treat managerial storytelling as a ‘magic bullet’ for resolving a wide range 
of organizational problems (e.g. Syedain 2007). Through our research, we seek to develop a 
more sophisticated understanding of storytelling in management practice by examining the 
different factors affecting its instrumental use and the extent to which they can be designed 
and controlled and/or are subject to luck.  
 
Factors of skill  
Factors of skill include the place, space and time of storytelling as well as the content (or 
message) of the story, which can be designed and to a large extent controlled by the 
storyteller. Place includes the location in which stories are told (e.g. a particular room or 
building) and space relates to the meaning within the physical (e.g. a deliberate choice of the 
board room because of its association with formality). Time can be the basic time of day 
(morning, afternoon, evening selected on the basis of convenience or of audience alertness) 
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but can also refer to significant times of the organizational year (e.g. financial or calendar 
year end/beginning).  
In terms of place and space, the most widely mentioned incident refers to a whole-
organization communication event at NorthService Ltd. The event called ‘You are the 
difference’ (YATD) sought to bring together organizational actors to reflect on the first 
eighteen months of the organization’s existence through sharing of their stories of lived 
experience within the organization. It took place at a nearby hotel (neutral space), and 
NorthService employee Jim reflected on the event as follows: 
I think to say it’s compulsory to go to [a nearby] hotel and sit in on something like [You 
are the difference], when at the time there wasn’t a great deal of give and take in decision 
making in things that were happening. I think from that point of view it was patronizing 
in that no one felt like we were important at the time to the staff, I think we felt like we 
were entirely expendable to what they wanted to do. 
In this short interview excerpt Jim refers to the location of the event at the nearby hotel, the 
timing and the general mood among the team. While he reserves judgements on the place and 
space of the event, other interviewees were more explicit about their criticism of management 
hiring the hotel in testing economic times when equally suitable venues would have been 
available internally. While Jim alludes to issues of time and timing, NorthService line 
manager Timothy highlights further facets of timing.  
If team morale is low and you introduce a sunny vision at the wrong time, that will trigger 
a negative response. I think you’ve got to be very careful [when using stories]. As a team 
you will always get the odd individual who is negative, but if the whole team’s morale is 
down and you try to paint the vision of a brighter future, then you get a very cynical 
response. ... I just know that from past history, if I put something to the team at the wrong 
time, when their morale is not high as a team then it’s a disaster because it creates a 
negative response. If they are ready to look forward and you can paint something for 
them, then they’ll go with you. If their heads are down and they’ve just been trampled on 
or whatever has happened to them and their morale’s down, you try and bring something 
forward as a vision and they don’t like it at all, you’ve got to deal with issues and 
gradually life them, so the story has got to be a different story if you are using one, it’s 
got to be a different type of story. 
In this interview excerpt, Timothy stresses the importance of timing any storytelling 
intervention with regards to the mood of the audience. In his experience, if a storyteller gets 
the timing wrong, he/she and the story are likely to be met with cynicism rather than 
empowerment and decisive action.  
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In terms of story content (message), interviewees highlighted the importance of it 
being considered, planned and possibly even practised by the storyteller. Expert interviewee 
Dominic, a former manager and professor emeritus, shares with us the following insights into 
his own storytelling practice. 
I do practice [stories] quite a lot, I’ll try them out on different audiences. I’ll try it out on 
a safe but critical audience. And then I might try it out on one or two colleagues and then 
I’ll edit it with those. And some of the stories I may tell will be ones that I’ve used before 
and I’ve already practiced them a few times in public and there’ll be times afterwards I’ll 
go ‘didn’t like that bit’ and it’s either ‘didn’t like the way that went’ or ‘didn’t like what 
that said about me’ or ‘didn’t like what that said about the organization’, one way or 
another you actually change that and improve it for next time. 
Dominic suggests that crafting and practising stories has been important for him; he has built 
his skills through practice, (re)telling of stories and reflection. This implies that individuals 
can indeed learn to tell stories (e.g. Lipman 1999; Denning 2007) and improve their 
storytelling over time with appropriate practice and reflection. Communications consultant 
Tabitha agrees and highlights the role of editing stories: 
I think you have to try it out, you have to really practice it, you have to be a unrelenting 
editor and make sure that you are stripping the story of any unnecessary detail, sticking to 
sensory details are incredibly important. 
Tabitha refers to the skill of editing stories to reach the right amount of detail required for the 
specific situation and context in which a story is told (see also Denning 2004). Her reflections 
imply that the stories she uses with her clients are carefully crafted to get a message across to 
the audience. Our data also indicate that managers can build a stock of stories called ‘story 
repertoire’ that they will tell repeatedly as former manager and now part-time lecturer Jack 
explained during the interview:  
I saw somewhere the link between [the biblical character] Moses and change 
management. I can’t even remember where the link was but it’s the greatest change 
management story of all time. We’re in slavery and we’re going for freedom. ‘Right, 
after me, lads, this is the way’ and they followed him, you know. So all I’m saying is, 
I’ve got a little repertoire which I would do over a series of weeks or even months that 
would apply to that story that I’ve got, and I would roll that out. I can remember in one 
business it become a joke: ‘You’re going to tell us about Moses, aren’t you?’ But hey, 
‘do you know what happened next?’ So we’d move on to the next phase of the story and 
it’s a bit of fun and people get used to it, but there’s a message, there’re messages all the 
way through and it is about change management. Wonderful story. So when you’re 
looking to make change you can use stories like that, repertoire stories. 
Jack’s storytelling practice implies some degree of planning and the need to design 
opportunities for telling such repertoire stories. He also highlights the importance of adapting 
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the story that one is telling: ‘if you decide you’re going to use storytelling you’ve got a duty 
to your audience to keep it fresh’. Jack suggests that storytelling can become repetitive and 
half-hearted if it is not kept ‘fresh’ – a notion that may include both relevance of content and 
liveliness of performance. The implication is that a story is best contextualized to be 
effective, thereby respecting the unique situation in which it is told.  
 
Factors of art 
Factors of art include storytelling performance (e.g. vocalization, body language, confidence) 
and any improvization required during the act of telling (e.g. responding to audience cues). 
Whilst it can be argued that managers can learn to improve their performance, how to 
structure a story and their ability to improvize (i.e. skills), our interviewees suggest that there 
is an extent to which some people are more naturally talented storytellers (i.e. storytelling is 
an art) and will always be perceived as more gifted than those who choose to learn 
storytelling and employ it as a tool. Jim reflected during the interview on the nature of 
storytelling as follows: 
[Storytelling] doesn’t need to have a point, it’s just something that has to speak to you on 
a personal level. I think that’s the same with any art and sorry, but whenever I think about 
stories or narrative I consider it in terms of art, so it’s got to have, you’ve got to have a 
personal connection with it. I think that’s what matters. 
For Jim, storytelling is an art in that it requires a particular talent to tell a story in a way that 
speaks to the audience – a talent that not everybody has or can acquire. This short interview 
excerpt has implications for our discussion: Jim seems to put the emphasis on the audience – 
‘you’ve got to have a personal connection with it’ – and the storyteller’s art is to read the 
audience and craft and perform the story in such a way that they respond to it. NorthService 
senior manager Adam expands on this point as follows: 
The best storytellers in the world are the writers of the Simpsons, and I’ll tell you why. I 
can sit and watch the Simpsons with my grand-daughter, who’s six, my kids who are aged 
between 18 and 28 and I sit myself with my dad, who’s in his seventies and we’ll all 
laugh at something different. You know, while it’s kind of a parody, there’s enough in 
there that a six year old thinks that’s funny. It’s really clever the way that it’s got that 
appeal to such a broad range of ages, isn’t that good story-telling? 
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From Adam’s description the creative, artistic component of storytelling becomes apparent. 
We appreciate that Adam talks about ‘good storytelling’ in a private rather than an 
organizational setting, but we suggest that likewise managerial storytellers address a diverse 
audience in their team or organization and that, therefore, similar principles apply. Other 
interviewees have highlighted the performance aspect of storytelling and the storyteller’s 
artistic licence, as expert interviewee Dominic suggests: 
A story is performed, it will be embellished, the language used will be chosen with some 
care, you’ll use words that you think are exciting, enticing, and quite often funny, so 
you’ll use words which are meant to make people giggle. I suppose if you’re thinking of 
it instrumentally that may help them to put down their guard, it may help them to listen, it 
may help them to empathize with you and what you’re saying, and to expect to like 
what’s coming out of the story or to enjoy it and therefore to listen more carefully. So I 
think that there are people who use joking as part of their storytelling, they’ll tell it in a 
really funny way. I had a boss whose stories were incredibly funny, not really because 
they were jokes but just that his way of expressing himself was exceedingly entertaining, 
and so if he was telling you a story you really listened to it, you really, really absorbed it, 
it really went in under the skin quite thoroughly because of his use of humour. 
In Dominic’s experience, storytellers use their artistic license not only to edit a story (as 
Tabitha suggested above) but also to embellish it to reinforce the story content, which he calls 
truth in another part of the interview. In Dominic’s words: ‘it’s almost like fictionalization in 
the support of truth and I don’t see fictionalization as making [the story] less truthful’. 
Dominic highlights the entertainment aspect, the funny delivery of a story performance, 
which may be more associated with a stand-up comedian rather than a manager, but which 
underlines the creative and artistic elements of managerial storytelling. We appreciate that 
luck already begins to play a part here – those managers who are lucky enough to have 
natural talent for storytelling.  
 
Factors of luck 
A story has it’s own life, and when people listen to a story, they don’t necessarily 
interpret it the way you actually want them to. They take their own meaning out of it, they 
fit it into their own context, they grow a new story out of it. 
This statement by expert interviewee Dominic highlights the unpredictability associated with 
storytelling and an associated lack of control by the storyteller. The factors of luck explored 
in this paper are connected to the way in which a story is received by the audience and used 
after the storytelling performance; this receipt and subsequent action is both uncontrolled and 
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uncontrollable by the teller. Our assumption here is that storytelling is a form of relational 
dialogue that is determined by contextual factors (see Barge and Little 2002) and that at the 
same time determines the relationship between storyteller and audience (e.g. Kaye 1996; 
Brown et al. 2005). Factors of luck include: the relationship between storyteller and audience 
(i.e. how members of the audience see the teller, their level of trust, and personal and 
professional feelings about the teller) and the attitude and mind set with which the audience 
listens to a story (i.e. their morale within the organization, their engagement with their work, 
and other personal circumstances that might be present during the receipt of the story). There 
is an appreciation that organizational actors are not completely rational when listening to 
storytelling, that both past and present experiences and circumstances may impact on what is 
being heard and acted upon (or not).  
The relationship between storyteller and audience affects the effectiveness of 
storytelling in managerial and organizational communication. We have included this factor 
here because senior managers in particular, the leaders at whom many storytelling 
publications are targeted (e.g. Denning 2005; 2007), may be somewhat distant from frontline 
employees. This implies that they may not always be in a position to make an informed 
judgement about morale on the ground (see Timothy’s reflections above) and that the receipt 
of their storytelling performance may largely be down to chance. While NorthEdu senior 
manager Selwyn contends that ‘it is for the deliverer of the story to attempt to put him or 
herself into the shoes of the listeners or the recipients’, he seems to appreciate that not all 
such attempts are successful. 
Several interviewees have highlighted the elements personal to the storyteller that are 
communicated through the act of storytelling. NorthEdu employee Keira reflects as follows 
in relation to a senior manager she is working with in a specialist role: 
[A story] is more engaging, I think you get a sense of an individual from a story. A story 
is different whoever tells it, so there can be an instruction, for example, which could be 
the same if ten people gave you it, but a story would differ on each telling and I think 
you learn something about someone each time you hear a story from them. 
Keira continues: 
One individual can quite easily stop a meeting and tell you something entirely random 
and completely personal about their life and that’s probably what’s helped enhance my 
relationship with them to be honest. 
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Keira appreciates the opportunity to learn about this manager’s personality and his/her 
experiences through storytelling, which appears largely unplanned and random. However, 
other interviewees explained that sometimes storytelling can spoil a (fledgling) relationship 
between storyteller and audience – even though they can see the storyteller’s well-meant 
intentions. Two examples from our data are expert interviewee Tabitha and NorthEdu 
employee Sibyl. Tabitha explains how the storyteller’s self-focus made her (the audience) 
anxious: 
I’ve experiences in my life where people told me so many stories that I got anxious, and I 
always think about that because here I am helping people to share stories. And I had a 
boss who would tell me story upon story upon story, and I would get p*****, it would 
make me more anxious and I think it was because the stories were always about her and 
she shared them from a place of ‘well I, I know exactly the right answer here, it’s a story 
about me’. There was a lack of that generosity of ‘here’s an experience that you can find 
your way into’. It was a much more of this exalted story that obviously I was going to 
learn from when she didn’t give me enough information or generosity of spirit to help my 
way in. 
Tabitha’s experience highlights the open-ended way in which storytelling can be received by 
the audience. She appreciates that her boss meant well by sharing her success stories, but that 
it may not have been applied in the best way for the audience ‘to find her way in’. We 
suggest that it is almost impossible to know how an audience will react to a particular story 
and its performance, and that therefore storytellers generally are lucky if the story is received 
well. 
NorthEdu employee Sibyl also reflects on her line manager’s storytelling and the 
reasons for why it may not be well received among her team: 
Our line manager used to work [at educational institution] across the road, so constantly 
for the last two years it’s always been ‘what we did across the road’. Constantly. Well, 
that’s fine, you’re here now. … It didn’t [go down well] when he first started here, even 
now we almost lay bets on, is it going to come up in this meeting? Because it was 
honestly ‘across the road, across the road we did this’, … but it was constant, so maybe 
that’s possibly why there have been problems. 
Sibyl identifies the lack of relevance and the lack of contextualization as the main reasons 
why her manager’s storytelling has almost become a point of ridicule among the team. The 
manager may mean well by sharing his experiences gained at a different institution with his 
team and may hope for their learning from them. Being new to the team, he may not be in a 
position to tailor his storytelling to the audience’s needs and due to a lack of credibility, the 
audience may be unwilling to share their reactions to his storytelling with him.  
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For most interviewees managerial storytelling is a conversational process that 
encourages the audience to use the story after the act of telling. As NorthEdu middle manager 
Lance reflects.  
Storytelling, I suppose, is to leave it more open ended. You tell a story, it fits in place, 
but it allows [the audience] to continue the narrative afterwards. … They can see 
themselves as a character or they can see characters within their workplace, they 
understand that. 
Lance suggests that the audience uses the stories they hear from their managers for their own 
purposes after the act of storytelling and that they identify themselves and others with the 
characters in the story. While such continued use of a story is often desirable for managers 
(see Denning 2001), it is beyond the storyteller’s control, and organizational actors may use it 
in unintended ways. Bert, a professor emeritus, draws on his experiences as academic 
collaborator and educator in a similar vein: 
You can tell the story and that generates the conversation, and what we know is that in all 
good conversations something new happens, we spark one another off, new ideas, we can 
be critical of one another and that sharpens our thoughts…but sometimes nothing 
happens, people move on and what you’re left with is a file of notes that you can go back 
to and think ‘oh, what was that all about?!’ 
Bert stresses that sharing stories can lead to ‘good’ conversations in which new knowledge is 
created. However, the pivot in this account is Bert’s acknowledgement that ‘sometimes 
nothing happens’, that storytelling is not always met with the expected reaction by the 
audience and that both storyteller and audience may leave disappointed. Reflection after the 
storytelling performance may help storytellers to identify reasons for why nothing happened, 
but our interviewees seem to appreciate that sometimes it is simply down to random factors 
beyond their control. Hence, we argue that regardless of a storyteller’s skill or intrinsic ability 
(art), luck plays a part in the receipt and interpretation of a story by the audience. 
 
Discussion and conclusion 
In our analysis above, we have attempted to identify the extent to which the elements in our 
relational model (see Figure 1) can be regarded as factors of skill, factors of art or factors of 
luck. The criteria we used were the level of control that a storyteller has over the story and its 
performance and the level of intrinsic capacity (talent) to be an effective storyteller. 
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However, these factors are not as clear cut as we have portrayed them for analysis purposes, 
and we will now discuss the areas of overlap that we have identified in our data. We do not 
regard this as a weakness of our paper, but as a reminder that effective managerial 
storytelling is determined by factors of skill, factors of art and factors of luck.  
Like the literature cited above, our interviewees were also divided as to whether 
storytelling is a skill or an art. While some interviewees (like Tabitha and Dominic) edit their 
stories and practise their storytelling (focus on skills), others argued that they would never do 
so because they regard it as artificial and lacking in authenticity (focus on art). Instead, they 
would stress the need for stories to be spontaneous, arising out of conversation to allow the 
storyteller to make more informed judgements regarding the appropriateness of the story and 
its telling (place, space, time). Others again would counsel against editing a story as in their 
experience it distracts from the message that they seek to get across, potentially even 
reducing their credibility if the audience perceives the story as having been made up.  
Such reflections highlight how personal storytelling is to each storyteller and 
recipient, and also that storytellers are effective for different reasons. For some it is the 
entertainment factor (as outlined by Dominic), for others it is the message that they are trying 
to get across to the audience (see Jack’s interview), for others again it is about 
communicating subtly yet powerfully what kind of individual they are (see Keira’s 
reflections). But such reflections also imply that design and standardization of storytelling 
(notion of storytelling as a tool) is limited. While storytellers can hone their storytelling skills 
through guidance and practice, an inherent ability to analyze a situation and make a decision 
as to when to tell a story, which story to tell from their repertoire and how to tell it may well 
influence the effectiveness of the storytelling performance. Our analysis indicates that factors 
of art share some overlap with factors of skill (artistic ability and talent can be developed) but 
also with factors of luck (not everyone has talent and even with talent some situations may be 
down to chance).  
In one respect, however, all interviewees (whether storyteller or audience) agree: in 
effective storytelling a number of factors ‘just come together’. Such coming together, we 
argue, depends on storyteller, audience and their relationship, the story content and the 
context in which the story is told – plus on an element of luck. The implication is that 
storytellers can control some elements of the storytelling process through factors of skill or 
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art and design their communication accordingly. Particularly many of our expert interviewees 
do that as part of their daily work: they design programmes in which storytelling is at the 
heart to help organizations and their actors in a number of ways. They will have the talent and 
skills to do so, but they also admit to getting it wrong at times, for the different factors in the 
storytelling process not coming together.  
Our analysis, therefore, has implications on the way in which storytelling has been 
advocated in the semi-academic literature – as a powerful tool to resolve a number of 
organizational problems (e.g. Syedain 2007). Authors are probably right to highlight the 
potential power of storytelling as a tool for managerial communication and the opportunities 
for managers and related professionals to build on their talent and hone their skills (e.g. 
Brown et al 2005; Denning 2005). However, we would caution against any literal 
interpretation of notions of storytelling as a tool since not all elements of the storytelling 
process can be designed and/or controlled and the most powerful storytelling may simply 
depend on a generous dose of luck. 
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Figure 1: Relational model of storytelling 
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Table 1: Data collection  
 Time of data 
collection 
No. of interviews Size of data set (mins 
audio of recording) 
NorthService Ltd. Sep – Nov 2010 25 individual 
3 group 
2,000 mins 
NorthEdu Jan – Mar 2012 25 individual 1,000 mins 
Experts May 2011 ongoing 6 to date 400 mins to date 
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